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Self Portrait as a Mermaid 


The desire 

to have her skull scooped clean 
empty as a vase, 
the swollen rivers of her veins 
split open; 

for her sea-cave mouth 
to birth a coral skeleton 
dressed in spider silk. 

She'll name it Neptune, 
sprawl supine 
across its ribs, home 
among the cling of anemones, 
the suck of silver flowers. 

She'll swallow pearls 
and spit them out 
as poetry, opal and brine. 
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This is Not A Kindness 


Mam tells me my heart is soft as a peach. 

She kisses my cheek like it's the last time. 

My heart is soft as a peach, and Mam tells me 
there is kindness, somewhere. 

I look beneath layers; cardboard, paper, polyester — 
synthetic comfort. The look of a stranger 
when they spare loose change, enough 
for soup, or soap. 

My heart is soft as a peach and Mam tells me 
there is kindness. I see 
my first dead body at six. At six, 

I know the plasma expelled by a corpse 
on the street, pooled in the piss 
around a nameless man's feet. 

My heart is soft as a peach when, 
at ten, I see my first penis. 

Mam tells me there is kindness somewhere, 
so I learn to read the faces of hungry men 
as I lie beneath them, searching. 

My heart is soft as a peach, 
my hips cleaved open, 
my bones stretched to splitting 
as I search for a kindness 
anywhere 

to keep my heart soft as a peach. 
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Russian Dolls 


Before breasts, 
your poetry is peaches 

& cream in cornflower dress, 
a doll-cask of sweet sap. 

Then, the thrum of blood; 
you are on the cusp, 

your pupils black moons 
bringing the tide. 

You are a red creature 
bound at the wrists by biology. 

Your poetry is puce and vermilion — 
a ripening lacuna lush 

for the splitting of cells, 
the giving of yourself 

to a body 
within a body. 
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Fist at Full Mast 


Here you are again 

hammering the door, begging ghosts 

to let you in — 

you, a missile 

the room, a swollen chest. 

They say don't go upstairs. You must listen now. 

When memory insists, 
remember the room before all this. 

Think of Beckett, paper-thin; find a form for the chaos. 

Wrap it tenderly. Cradle the ache 

so your arms aren't empty 

and bird-foot through the debris 

of his memory — glory glory boys in jerseys, 

six beer cans with scarlet ladies, 

leather jacket with lunatic fringe. 

Then, a fist at full-mast; 

at last, a point-score roar for the underdog. 

From here, give grief 

new language, sister tongue, celebration. 

Don't go upstairs. Step back 
before all this, against the red brick wall: 
small again, beside your brother, 
blinking at the sun. 
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Poem For The Sick Fisherman 


The moment comes when I stare 
into the dirty dishwater and wonder 
at the ways he chose to unmake me. 
Not like still-warm bedsheets tousled 
by tangled bodies; not like a journey 
into someone else. 

More like reeling in a fishing line 

having hooked an open mouth 

and salivating at the thought of gutting 

the fish, taking care 

to gouge out the eyes first. It comes 

when he stumbles through the door, 

reminds me that I'm a mad bitch, 

then seeps his venom 

across the palms and cheeks 

of my children; when he leans close 

enough to the knives for my legs 

to almost fold. Secretly, I protest 

in fours: conjure a reckoning from fire, 

a halo of candles casting light 

to swallow whole the dark. 

The moment comes nightly 

when I fantasise about tragic accidents, 

fancy myself an innocent thing 

who doesn't wish him dead. 
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Butchers Use Bandsaws 

after Good Bones, Maggie Smith 


Remember when you told me how butchers 

use bandsaws to grind the bones of carcasses 

while upstairs, our baby girl slept 

and I thought all at once 

of what violent creatures we are; 

smashed windpipes, crushed corpses, kittens in bags — 

everywhere a multitude of deaths — 

and I thought of how easily I could 

smash a windpipe, crush a coffin, sink a bag of kittens 

if it meant keeping my children 

from what violent creatures we are. 
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Other Mother 


Tell me your love is cleaved to your chest by a Palomar knot 
and knuckles pale as plum blossom; how your child is a chalice 
full to the brim, perfect. Tell me you are afraid 
of your child 

ever being other, unknown quantity. 

Ask me about being other. Ask me. 

I'll tell you I am afraid of someone else's language; 
words that roll around my mouth like a stone. 

Diagnosis. Progressive. Mucopolysaccharidosis. 

Not-yet-loss. Someday loss. Prognosis. Ask me 
and I'll tell you I am afraid of alien syringes 
needling into her jugular vein; of every blood droplet 
that leaks from beneath her skin. I am other mother - 
meds dispenser, limb restrainer, silent witness, 
sombre womb, someday grieving. 

Ask me. 
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Points of Reference 


My axis is a blister pack containing copper dots — take one tablet 
three times daily to subdue that feeling skin. Without it, I become 
a wailing organ in a monsoon, the eyeless monarch on the heath, 
a roomful of smashed mirrors, or a carpet of teeth, canine, sharp 
and starving. 

My axis is a blister pack containing full stops that say there now, 
pause and breathe. See: a fat moon, a torch; chamomile to taste. 
Plumes of smoke, burning peat in the crisp October air, a coming 
sleep; the quiet feather fall of dusk and everything dressed softly 
in its sepia self, including me. 
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A Collection Of Small Things 


You don't understand. 

The house will definitely burn with us in it 

unless I neaten (evenly) the edges 

of sockets and doors, 

locked, off, locked, off 

and if we're two minutes late 

for something, or nothing. I'm chewing my cheeks 

because that's two revolutions of the small hand 

and none of the big, it's small things 

I collect: the openness of a body, invisible tones; 

yolk-yellow silk sunshine between my fingers, 

sentiments for safe-keeping like lucky sevens. 

I prize tiny attentions, penny sized kindnesses, 
punctuality, the significance of a silence, its undertow; 
small things I fear: these words wasted, 
lost to the landfill I'll pick through later 
to find all the errors numbered, glowing, 
grotesque and indelible. 

I'll neaten the edges and openings 
(more than once, an even number): 
off, locked, off, locked, 
every socket and latch, every exit, 
just in case — 
just in case. 
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Pink Is A Sister Sick 


with sweetness. 

Bright; blinds beautiful men, 

Robs them of their enamel, but 
they never protest. 

Fat lashes fan those flushed cheeks, 
like blood blushing milk, 
bones so high and hollow beneath. 
Pink licks the dark, 
but refuses to wear it. 

I went panning for diamonds 
in her hair and found nothing 
but dirty pebbles and rust 
for treasure. 

I couldn't love her. She's a predator 
with doll parts, a perfect Pinnochio 
gone rogue and hungry 
for boy-prey. In time, 
she'll dissolve into herself; 
melt at midday, 
a discarded boiled sweet. 
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A History Of Love Letters 


Miss said every time I told a lie 
baby Jesus had a nail hammered 
into his hand. 

She said I had a sad mouth, 
corners downturned, pointing 
to hell. 

Stephen had a mouth 

like sunshine. I gave him a token; 

a tiny toy dinosaur egg, pale blue and gold. 

I wrote his name on my hand 

and hoped the egg would hatch. 

My body grew and Granny said never 
shave your legs, so I did. Better bald 
spring chicken; better descaled 
and plucked bare for boys 
to touch with nervous fingers 
and work me open. 

One spilled his entrails in black biro, 
telling me in no particular order 
the parts of me he liked best — 
some illustrated. 

When Napoleon begged his Josephine 

to lay herself bare, he meant 

for flaws to fold her 

into neat and precious squares — 
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that she be less 

than his clenched fist heart could hold. 

In place of a filigree pen, 
my hands hold pistachios 
peeping from the lips 
of yawning oatmeal shells, 
ripe and given up easily 
for a hungry mouth 
that isn't my own. 


16 



21 Grams 


You asked for this. Remember 
how you imagined it, dissolving 
like sugar paper on a child's tongue — 

21 grams of invisible silk 
unspooling from spinal cord; 
synapse, nerve, all knowledge 
of what you are — gone. 

Now, you know more 
about how to destroy a body 
than setting the compass for departure; 
to leave as you wish 

without a trail of charred guts, bleeding gums, 
Rasputin cells rebirthing, refusing to die. 

Now you know more 

about how to destroy a body — 

21 grams of invisible silk 
around your neck 
waiting for the fall. 
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How To Swallow Whole The Sky 

after Muriel Rukeyser 


Say it, say it. The world is made 
of stories, not atoms. 

Little fictions, little truths, 
the yarn we used to weave 
our history in reds and blues. 

Let me call you by your name, 
for once, we were sisters. 

We were sisters not of blood, 
but of petals pressed into palms 
and swirled with rainwater 
to make perfume sold at a price. 

You were the brave one; young thing 
dangling from the wire 
as the Chinooks took to flight. 

You watched, wondered 
how to swallow whole the sky. 
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Diphy lleia 


Daughter, please hold my hand. There is rain coming; look — a 

congregation of heavy promise waits above our heads to bathe 

us. It gives God to our ordinary air. Aren't you 

beautiful? I have a gift for you. Please, 

hold my hand. K.ep me in your tender palm. Parts of me are 

fading 

— your name, your sister 
flowers. 

Did . have sons? Oh. 

Why must I be dismantled s. slowly? I'm afraid. Please hold 
my hand. I'm s.rry. 

Aren't you beautiful? I have a gift for you 
diphylleia 

— the rain makes a skeleton most gentle from its petals 
translucent when touched 

by falling skies in Japan. See how its colours weep 

— see that crown of clarity, petals in their party dress, clear as 
Cind.rella's glass slipper. 

Ar.n't you b.autiful? Phase, dau..ter, hold my hand. Parts of me . 
fading. 

A... 't you beautiful? 

There'll b. rain for flow.rs today. I named you after a fl.wer, 
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cut your stems, crowned you mine. 


Please. I'm st.ll beautif.l. 
Hold my hand? 
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The Bells 


Then again, we could pull the tongues from clamouring bells 
& leave their houses hollow. 

We could stretch silence taut like a drum skin, stuff the mouths 

of prophets with roses, run wild as heartlines 

across the palms of mothers, or we could 

reverse to become the barefoot, burning child -- 

go back, back to birth; climb inside the womb's 

closed fist; wish to inhabit the rich dark 

& unlearn our failing human codes. 
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Yellow Submarine 


I was born Piscean, 

sign of bipolar fish 

but I can't swim for shit, despite 

my father's efforts: shallow bathroom sink, 
bubbled verses of Yellow Submarine, face deep 
in my worst fear 
and no less afraid. 

More afraid now, 
since I know drowning 
is deceptive; 
a soundproof slip, 

snatched gasps subdued 
by the glassy skyward stare 
of the dead man's float. 

Drowning never looks like drowning. 
Sometimes, it is dry; waits 
to drape itself over bodies, 
an infinite blanket. 
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